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Abstract: The Accra Declaration offers a narrow ideological
interpretation of the modern economy and proceeds to reject neoliberalism
as the ideological foundation thereof. This article, in its comment on the
economy, argues for a less ideological approach to public theology, using
a two-step argument. Firstly, neoliberalism is neither a coherent ideology
nor a plausible historical narrative. Economists, who are the presumed
architects of neoliberalism, do not recognize the propositions attributed
to them by either the Accra Declaration or the critical literature on
neoliberalism. Secondly, the Accra Declaration’s ideological framework
causes it to misrepresent both the nature of modern economies and their
objective results. An alternative, less ideological approach would allow
the Church to appreciate both the strengths and the many problems of
market economies, and would allow it to work with economists in resolving
these instead of rejecting the insights of modern economics. -(/$
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ifteen years ago, when I was a candidate for a scholarship, one of the
panellists asked me “how can you be a Christian and an economist?”
That such a question would occur to a thoughtful panellist reveals
much about the apparent tension between the world of economics and
WKDW RI WKH &KXUFK EHWZHHQ WKH FLW\ RI WKH ZRUOG DQG WKH FLW\ RI *RG
Reading the Accra Declaration (World Alliance of Reformed Churches,
2004) reminded me of the discomfort I experienced all those years ago
when I was suspected of either inconsistency or insincerity as a Christian
HFRQRPLVW (FRQRPLVWV YLHZ PRGHUQ PDUNHW HFRQRPLHV ZLWK DOO WKHLU
faults) as progressive institutions that not only yield improved material
welfare, but also support civic liberties and personal virtues, and yet we
read in the Accra Declaration that our professional judgement is radically
DW RGGV ZLWK WKH LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ RI 5HIRUPHG &KXUFKHV 'LUNLH 6PLW LV
sensitive to this dilemma when he asks whether
the brief narration of economic history [in the Accra Declaration]
is the only true and accurate one that all Christian economists
would give, so that it forms [an] integral part of the faith that is
confessed—and if alternative accounts would be possible, what
would the implications be for the logic and truth claims of the
ZKROHGRFXPHQW 6PLWS "
The answer is that there are other accounts of the nature of the modern
economy and of economic history, accounts that do not gloss over the
shortcomings of the modern economy, but are sensitive to both what is
JRRGDQGZKDWVKRXOGEHEHWWHU%\FRQWUDVWWKH$FFUD'HFODUDWLRQUHDGV
the “signs of the times” through narrow ideological lenses, and as a result,
the “Confession of Faith” rejects a series of claims about the economy that
QRRQHZRXOGGHIHQGSRVLWLYHO\7KLVLGHRORJLFDODSSURDFKLVQRWSURPLV
ing, as it substitutes a narrow ideology for a critical understanding of mod
ern economies, the kind of understanding that Christians need to make this
LPSHUIHFWZRUOGDOLWWOHOHVVVRHYHU\\HDU
Reading Neoliberal Signs
 7KHÀUVWVXEVWDQWLYHVHFWLRQRIWKH$FFUD'HFODUDWLRQVXPPDUL]HVXQ
welcome aspects of the modern world: the continued suffering of the poor;
KLJKLQFRPH LQHTXDOLW\ SUREOHPV RI WKLUGZRUOG GHEW UHVRXUFHGULYHQ
ZDUVSDQGHPLFGLVHDVHOLPLWHGDFFHVVWROLIHVDYLQJGUXJVHQYLURQPHQ
WDOGHJUDGDWLRQ:HDUHWKHQDVVXUHGWKDWWKHVHGHYHORSPHQWVDUH´GLUHFWO\
UHODWHGWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIQHROLEHUDOHFRQRPLFJOREDOL]DWLRQDQLGH
RORJ\WKDWFODLPVWREHZLWKRXWDOWHUQDWLYHGHPDQGLQJDQHQGOHVVÁRZRI
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VDFULÀFHV IURP WKH SRRU DQG FUHDWLRQµ DQG ZKDW LV PRUH QHROLEHUDOLVP
“makes false promises that it can save the world through the creation of
wealth and prosperity, claiming sovereignty over life and demanding to
tal allegiance, which amounts to idolatry” (World Alliance of Reformed
&KXUFKHVSDUDV 
This neoliberalism has been portrayed as “the most powerful ideological
DQGSROLWLFDOSURMHFWLQJOREDOJRYHUQDQFHWRDULVHLQWKHZDNHRI.H\QHV
LDQLVPµ 0F&DUWK\ 3UXGKDPS DQGFRPPHQWDWRUVRQWKH
Accra Declaration assure us that “the neoliberal model of the economy ex
ists in the imagination of the hearts of the proud, but not in the real world”
'RPPHQS 
There are important precedents of the Church rejecting malevo
lent ideologies, such as the Catholic Church’s rejection of communism
in Quadragesimo Anno 3LXV ;,   DQG WKH *HUPDQ (YDQJHOLFDO
&KXUFK·VUHMHFWLRQRI1DWLRQDO6RFLDOLVPDW%DUPHQLQ7KHVHZHUH
DFWXDOLGHRORJLHVLH´DFRQFHSWXDOVFKHPHZLWKDSUDFWLFDODSSOLFDWLRQµ
%ODFNEXUQS $QGDVIRUQHROLEHUDOLVPLWLVQRWDWDOOFOHDU
that a coherent ideology by that name exists, and when it appears, it does
VRDOPRVWH[FOXVLYHO\RQWKHSDJHVRIWKRVHZKRSURFHHGWRUHMHFWLW7KLV
asymmetry has also occurred to Thorsen and Lie (2006) who found that
An initial mystery facing anyone who wants to study neoliberal
ideology in more detail is that there does not seem to be anyone
who has written about neoliberalism from a sympathetic or even
QHXWUDOSRLQWRIYLHZ S 
In both the Concise Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (Blackburn,
  DQG WKH PRUH KHIW\ Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy (Audi,
 WKHUHDUHQRHQWULHVIRUWKHZRUG´QHROLEHUDOLVPµEHWZHHQWKHZRUGV
´1HR.DQWLDQLVPµ DQG ´1HRSODWRQLVPµ 7KH HFRQRPLFV HQF\FORSHGLDV
fare no better: neither the massively expanded New Palgrave Dictionary
of Economics, nor the Concise Encyclopedia of Economics has an entry
IRU´QHROLEHUDOLVPµ3URSRQHQWVRIQHROLEHUDOLVPLIWKHUHDUHDQ\KDYHQRW
apparently articulated the ideology coherently enough to be included in
WKHVHFROOHFWLRQV$QGHYHQWKHHGLWRUVRIDFULWLFDOUHDGHURQQHROLEHUDOLVP
IRXQGLW´LPSRVVLEOHWRGHÀQHQHROLEHUDOLVPSXUHO\WKHRUHWLFDOO\µ 6DDG
)LOKR -RKQVWRQ 1
:KLOHXQDEOHWRGHÀQHQHROLEHUDOLVPLQDFRQFHSWXDOO\FRKHUHQWPDQ
ner, the critical literature moved in a different direction to construct a
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KLVWRULFDOQDUUDWLYHWKDWVHUYHVWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKHQDWXUHDQGLQÁXHQFHRI
QHROLEHUDOLVP7KHHVVD\RQQHROLEHUDOLVPLQWKHBlackwell Encyclopedia
of Sociology (Gamble, 2007) provides such a narrative, drawing heavily
on Harvey’s (2005) A Brief History of Neoliberalism
In this narrative, neoliberalism emerges as a countermovement to the
VRFLDOGHPRFUDWLF ZRUOG RUGHU HVWDEOLVKHG DIWHU WKH 6HFRQG :RUOG :DU
&HQWUDOÀJXUHVLQWKLVPRYHPHQW³)$+D\HN0LOWRQ)ULHGPDQ/XGZLJ
YRQ 0LVHV .DUO 3RSSHU DQG RWKHUV³JDWKHUHGDW 0RQW 3HOHULQLQ 6ZLW
]HUODQGLQWRGLVFXVVWKHSROLWLFDODQGLQWHOOHFWXDOFOLPDWHRIWKHGD\
DQGWKHWKUHDWVDVWKH\WKHQVDZWKHPWROLEHUDOVRFLHWLHV7KHDWWHQGDQWV
QDPHGDVRFLHW\DIWHUWKLVÀUVWPHHWLQJDQGWKH0RQW3HOHULQ6RFLHW\KDYH
held regular meetings ever since, remaining committed to their original
DQGVROHREMHFWLYHLH´WRIDFLOLWDWHDQH[FKDQJHRILGHDVEHWZHHQOLNH
minded scholars in the hope of strengthening the principles and practice of
DIUHHVRFLHW\DQGWRVWXG\WKHZRUNLQJVYLUWXHVDQGGHIHFWVRIPDUNHW
RULHQWHGHFRQRPLFV\VWHPVµ ´$ERXW036µQG 
Harvey (2005) sees the “long march” of neoliberalism stretching from
0RQW 3HOHULQ YLD WKLQNWDQNV VXFK DV WKH ,QVWLWXWH IRU (FRQRPLF$IIDLUV
in London and the Heritage Foundation in Washington, via the books
RI )ULHGPDQ HVSHFLDOO\ )ULHGPDQ  >@  DQG +D\HN HVSHFLDOO\
+D\HN DQG1R]LFN·V  ODWHUAnarchy, State and Utopia, and
via political power with the coup of General Pinochet, the ascension of
Deng Xiaoping in China and the election victories of Margaret Thatcher
DQG5RQDOG5HDJDQ'XULQJWKHQLQHWLHVWKH:RUOG%DQNDQGWKH,QWHUQD
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) would seal the neoliberal capture of states, so
the story goes, so that “those who followed, like Clinton and Blair, could
do little more than continue the good work of neoliberalization, whether
WKH\OLNHGLWRUQRWµ +DUYH\S 
In addition to the forced genealogy of neoliberalism, it is undoubtedly
RGGWKDWWKHUHDUHQRSURSRQHQWVIRUVXFKDQLQÁXHQWLDOLGHRORJ\DQGHYHQ
those authors who have been labelled as neoliberal by the critical literature
reject the label (Gamble, 2007) and prefer “liberal” or “classical liberal,”
RULQVRPHFDVHV´OLEHUWDULDQµ%\FRQWUDVWRQHKDVQRWURXEOHLQLGHQWLI\
LQJWKHSURSRQHQWVRI0DU[LVPRU LQWKHV 1DWLRQDO6RFLDOLVP,WLV
HYHQPRUHSHFXOLDUWRUHDOL]HMXVWKRZGLYHUVHWKHYLHZVRIWKHVRFDOOHG
neoliberals are with respect to the appropriate balance between state and
PDUNHW -DFNVRQ 
This elaborate conspiracy—barely convincing even to those who claim
WRKDYHXQFRYHUHGLW³ZHDYHVFKDPSLRQVRIGHPRFUDF\VXFKDV.DUO3RS
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per and Milton Friedman together with autocrats like Deng Xiaoping and
UHSXEOLFDQVVXFKDV5HDJDQLQDVHDPOHVVFORWKWKDW´LVWKHGHÀQLQJSR
OLWLFDOSDUDGLJPRIRXUWLPHZKHUHE\DKDQGIXORISULYDWHLQWHUHVWVDUH
permitted to control as much as possible of social life in order to maximize
WKHLUSHUVRQDOSURÀWµ 0F&KHVQH\S 
The paradox whereby some of the most consistent defenders of liberal
democracies in the twentieth century are grouped with despots like Deng
VKRZV WKH LQWHOOHFWXDO RYHUUHDFK RI WKLV FULWLFDO OLWHUDWXUH ,Q GHIHQFH RI
the conspiracy, the critical literature contrives a sharp distinction between
political freedoms in a democracy and economic freedoms, to conclude
that “neoliberals prefer authoritarian regimes that respect basic economic
IUHHGRPV WR GHPRFUDWLF UHJLPHV WKDW GR QRWµ *DPEOH  7KDW WKLV
association of despotism with Friedman, Hayek, or Popper on the intel
lectual side or Thatcher and Reagan in politics is untenable is clear from
any serious reading of Capitalism and Freedom )ULHGPDQ>@ 
The Constitution of Liberty +D\HN The Open Society and its Enemies 3RSSHUDE RUWKHSROLWLFDOKLVWRU\RIWKHODWHWZHQWLHWK
FHQWXU\
The intellectual problems of herding together prominent liberal authors
of the twentieth century in a neoliberal conspiracy are compounded by the
KLVWRU\RIWKHWHUP´QHROLEHUDOLVPµ3ULRUWRLWVHPHUJHQFHLQWKHFULWLFDO
OLWHUDWXUHGXULQJWKHHDUO\HLJKWLHV 9HU(HFNH WKHWHUPZDVXVHG
LQ*HUPDQ\WRGHVFULEHWKHLGHDVRIWKHÀUVWWZRSRVW:DU*HUPDQFKDQ
cellors to “combine a market economy with liberal democracy and some
HOHPHQWVRI¶&DWKROLFVRFLDOWHDFKLQJ·µ 7KRUVHQ /LHS ,Q
their conception of the state’s role, these neoliberals were a world away
from the modern critical usage of that term; indeed they were enthusiastic
supporters of an extended welfare state and a broad conception of the so
FLDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\RIFRUSRUDWLRQV,WLVLURQLFWKDWWKHODVWJURXSWRLGHQWLI\
itself as neoliberal was sympathetic to the Christian social teaching of its
time, while neoliberalism is the ideological error rejected by the Accra
'HFODUDWLRQ
The ideological approach taken by the Accra Declaration, therefore,
UXQVLQWRWKUHHSUREOHPVÀUVWO\WKHREMHFWLRQLVQRWDJDLQVWDUHMHFWLRQRID
truth in the gospel, but a theory in the social sciences that is then connected
to truths in the gospel via an ideological argument in the social sciences
6PLW 7KLVLVDYHU\GLIIHUHQWNLQGRIFODLPIRUWKH&KXUFKWRPDNH
instead of commenting directly on the gospel, its use of the gospel is quali
ÀHG E\ WKH YHUDFLW\ RI LWV VRFLDO VFLHQFH 7KH VHFRQG SUREOHP ZLWK WKH
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ideological content of the Accra Declaration is that the suspect ideology
H[LVWVPDLQO\ RUHYHQH[FOXVLYHO\ LQWKHPLQGVRILWVRSSRQHQWV)LQDOO\
by adopting a strong ideological approach in its public theology, the Accra
Declaration precludes participation in the piecemeal policy debate which
is most consistent with a modest assessment of what economists know
DERXWWKHHFRQRP\
To demonstrate the alternative reading of the signs mentioned in the
Accra Declaration, the following two sections discuss two of these signs;
they are:
 In a market economy, “the purpose of the economy is to increase prof
LWV DQG UHWXUQV IRU WKH RZQHUV RI SURGXFWLRQ DQG ÀQDQFLDO FDSLWDO ZKLOH
excluding the majority of the people and treating nature as a commodity”
SDUD 
 The distribution of income internationally is “scandalous,” and wealth
DFFXPXODWLRQRFFXUV´DWWKHH[SHQVHRIWKHSRRUµ SDUDV 
The “Purpose” of a Market Economy
A market (or decentralized) economy works by allowing people to
specialize on their own initiative and then to provide for the remainder
RIWKHLUQHHGVWKURXJKH[FKDQJHLQRWKHUZRUGVWKURXJKFRRSHUDWLQJ,W
is one of the great discoveries of modern economics that the tremendous
rise in income experienced since the industrial revolution cannot be
attributed to using more land, a more intensive exploitation of workers,
RUHYHQWRDUDSLGDFFXPXODWLRQRIFDSLWDO(FRQRPLVWVKDYHWHVWHGWKHVH
ULYDOK\SRWKHVHVDQGWKHGDWDVXSSRUWVWKHDUJXPHQWWKDWWKHEXONRIORQJ
UXQ JURZWK LQ SHUSHUVRQ WHUPV  VLQFH WKH LQGXVWULDO UHYROXWLRQ FDQ EH
attributed to working smarter (that is, working more productively), not
KDUGHURUZLWKPRUHLQSXWV (DVWHUO\ /HYLQH 
We work more productively when we specialize and when we have
been trained—not just to do a given task, but when we learn to learn,
and use technological inventions to improve the productivity of our labor
/DQGHV0RN\U/DQGHV %XWWKLVLVQRWHDV\WRZRUN
VPDUWHUZHKDYHWRFRRSHUDWH,QGLIIHUHQWHFRQRPLFV\VWHPV³FDSLWDOLVP
VRFLDOLVPDWUDGLWLRQDOVRFLHW\HWF³FRRSHUDWLRQLVDFKLHYHGWKURXJKGLI
ferent sets of incentives (carrots and sticks) and they differ considerably
LQ WKH GHJUHH RI FRPSOH[LW\ WKH\ DUH DEOH WR VXVWDLQ 0DUNHWV RIIHU RQH
solution to this problem of cooperation, or to put it differently, we call
LWDPDUNHWZKHQZHFRRSHUDWHLQDQRQFRHUFLYHGHFHQWUDOLVHGPDQQHU
The crucial aspects of a market are: (i) that it is a form of cooperation that
FDQ RFFXU EHWZHHQ SHRSOH ZLWK QR QHFHVVDU\ DVVRFLDWLRQ LH LW FDQ EH
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impersonal); (ii) the cooperation is voluntary; and (iii) the cooperation is
GHFHQWUDOLVHG
This kind of cooperation requires, at least, secure property and contract
rights, a lot of information, and critically, bourgeois values that overlap
FRQVLGHUDEO\ ZLWK &KULVWLDQ YDOXHV 0F&ORVNH\  3 Understanding
the role of values in market cooperation may be particularly important in
the discussion of a document such as the Accra Declaration, which regards
WKHPRGHUQHFRQRP\DVDQ´LPPRUDOHFRQRPLFV\VWHPµ SDUD 
 %XWWKLVLVDVHULRXVPLVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIPDUNHWFRRSHUDWLRQ´7KHSUL
mary consequence of people’s participation in the market system,” wrote
Paul Heyne, “is a continuous expansion of cooperative endeavour, mu
WXDO DFFRPPRGDWLRQ DQG YDOXHG JRRGVµ +H\QH  S   :KLOH LW
LVSRVVLEOHIRUSHRSOHWREHPRWLYDWHGE\VHOÀVKQHVVLQWKLVFROODERUDWLYH
HIIRUWWKHUHLVQRUHDVRQWRH[SHFWWKHPWREHVHOÀVK,QGHHGRQHZRXOG
expect the whole gamut of human motivation to be relevant in market
FRRSHUDWLRQ$QGZKDWLVPRUHHFRQRPLVWVKDYHHVWDEOLVKHGLQFDUHIXOO\
FRQVWUXFWHG H[SHULPHQWV DQG IURP VWXG\LQJ PDUNHWV LQ DFWLRQ WKDW DQWL
VRFLDOEHKDYLRU ZKHWKHUPRWLYDWHGE\JUHHGRUVHOÀVKQHVVRUDQ\RWKHU
vice) is effectively discouraged through social sanction and/or reciprocity
in market settings, whether in small groups or in extended markets with
LPSHUVRQDOH[FKDQJH 6PLWK 
Economists do not now, nor did they in the past, solve the problem of
market cooperation by assuming “perfect” knowledge for individuals in a
VWDWLFV\VWHP5DWKHUWKHHPSKDVLVLQWKHPDLQOLQHRIHFRQRPLFWKRXJKW
since the eighteenth century has been on people’s epistemological limita
WLRQV )RU +D\HN D >@  WKLV PRGHVW YLHZ RI KXPDQ FDSDFLW\
or what he calls the “constitutional limitations of man’s knowledge and
interests, the fact that he cannot know more than a tiny part of the whole
society and that therefore all that can enter into his motives are the imme
GLDWHHIIHFWVZKLFKKLVDFWLRQVZLOOKDYHLQWKHVSKHUHKHNQRZVµ S LV
WKHFHQWUDOSUREOHPLQHFRQRPLFV
Cooperation between people in such an order leads a person or group,
in Adam Smith’s famous argument, “by an invisible hand to promote an
HQGZKLFKZDVQRSDUWRIKLVLQWHQWLRQ%\SXUVXLQJKLVRZQLQWHUHVWKH
frequently promotes that of society’s more effectually than when he re
DOO\LQWHQGVWRSURPRWHLWµ 6PLWK>@S 7KLV´LQYLVLEOH
KDQGµZKLFKLVVRPDOLJQHGLQWKLVOLWHUDWXUH HJ7HUUHEODQFKH 
is a metaphor for the coordinating mechanism of a market, and it refers
to the feedback mechanism—often prices, but quantities too—that signal
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to the participants whether their decisions and expectations are consistent
ZLWK WKH GHFLVLRQV DQG H[SHFWDWLRQV RI RWKHUV %DUU\  $QG WKHVH
signals are usually generated under the pressure of competition, where
competition is the rivalrous process of “decentralised planning by separate
SHUVRQVµ +D\HNE>@S 
Some of the critical features of the market order described here are the
centrality of individual decision makers who act on local information and
WKHIDUUHDFKLQJLPSDFWRIORFDOGHFLVLRQVDPRGHVWYLHZRIWKHFDSDFLW\
RIDQ\VSHFLÀFGHFLVLRQPDNHULQFOXGLQJEXVLQHVVPHQDQGZRPHQSROLWL
cians and bureaucrats; and feedback to these decision makers about their
GHFLVLRQVDQGSODQVWKURXJKDKLJKO\QRQOLQHDUSURFHVVRIFRPSHWLWLRQLQ
which the price system plays a central role—a process that disseminates
information and coordinates the activities of the many participating deci
sion makers, creating a social order as a result of purposeful action by the
SDUWLFLSDQWVHYHQWKRXJKWKDWRUGHUZDVQRWWKHLULQWHQWLRQ
Basil Moore has recently described systems that show these charac
teristics as complex adaptive systems (Moore, 2006), and there is now an
expanding literature in economics which applies the insights from com
SOH[LW\WKHRU\WRVRFLDOVHWWLQJV +D\HN>@5RVVHU $Q
important insight of this literature is that the social order, including all the
transactions in a market, is an emergent property, the features of which
cannot be known in advance, or as Hayek famously observed: “the curi
ous task of economics is to demonstrate to men how little they really know
DERXWZKDWWKH\LPDJLQHWKH\FDQGHVLJQµ +D\HN 
This does not mean that there is no role for government policy, or mere
O\DPLQLPDOLVWUROHWKHHIÀFLHQF\RIWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDOIUDPHZRUNPLJKWEH
greatly affected by government, either as a direct market participant (say
DSURGXFHURISXEOLFJRRGV RUDVDUHJXODWRURIFHUWDLQPDUNHWV:KDWLW
DUJXHVDJDLQVWLVDÀ[HGQRWLRQRIZKDWERWKJRYHUQPHQWDQGSULYDWHLQL
tiative should do: the latest Nobel Laureate in Economics, Elinor Ostrom,
has spent a career showing how policies that work well in one set of cir
cumstances can be disastrously counterproductive in other circumstances
VHHIRUH[DPSOH2VWURP 0RGHUQHFRQRPLFVWHDFKHVWKDWWKHGL
vision between the appropriate roles for markets and the state is highly
ÁXLGDQGFRQWH[WERXQGDQGVXJJHVWVWKDWÀ[HGLGHRORJLFDOSRVLWLRQVDUH
OLNHO\WREHZURQJLQDQ\SDUWLFXODUDSSOLFDWLRQ
But if this market economy is truly a complex adaptive system, then it
is meaningless to ask, as the Accra Declaration does, about the “purpose of
WKHHFRQRP\µ SDUD 6D\LQJWKDWWKHHFRQRP\KDVQRSXUSRVHGRHVQRW
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GHQ\WKDWZHHLWKHULQGLYLGXDOO\RULQJURXSVFDQSXUVXHJRDOV´3HRSOH
KDYHSXUSRVHVµDV'HLUGUH0F&ORVNH\ S KDVZULWWHQ´$FDSL
WDOLVWHFRQRP\JLYHVWKHPVFRSHWRWU\WKHPRXWµ$QGWKHVHJRDOVKDYH
been pursued with remarkable success since the modern economy has
SURYHQWREHUHVSRQVLYHWRWKHQHHGVRIDOOPHPEHUVRIVRFLHW\,WLVDKLJK
O\SURJUHVVLYHV\VWHPDQGWKHMXVWPRUHWKDQ\HDUVRILWVH[LVWHQFHKDV
seen the greatest material advance in the history of humankind, the great
est improvement in health and in the broad participation of all members of
VRFLHW\LQWKHVHDGYDQFHV$QGWKHVHVXVWDLQHGJDLQVDUHPRUHLPSUHVVLYH
still when contrasted with the highly episodic character of growth and the
pervasive material stagnation prior to the industrial revolution (Diamond,
/DQGHV0DGGLVRQ 
What is Happening to Poverty and Inequality Internationally?
The description given above of a “highly progressive” system contrasts
sharply with the Accra Declaration’s depiction of the modern economy
where “the number of people living in absolute poverty on less than US
SHUGD\FRQWLQXHVWRLQFUHDVH>LQD@V\VWHPRIZHDOWKDFFXPXODWLRQ
at the expense of the poor” (World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 2004,
SDUDV :KLOH,DUJXHGDERYHWKDWWKH'HFODUDWLRQPLVUHSUHVHQWVWKH
nature of a modern economy, I will argue here that it also misrepresents its
RXWFRPH
Starting with the distribution of income at the level of countries, one
observes that the richest countries, such as the USA, have maintained
steady growth and their average incomes have risen, while some of the
poorest countries in the world, for example Somalia, have stagnated and
their average incomes have fallen further behind those of the richest coun
WULHV(FRQRPLVWVFDOOWKLVWKH´JUHDWGLYHUJHQFHµDQGLWUHIHUVWRWKHLQ
FUHDVLQJO\VNHZGLVWULEXWLRQRILQFRPHDFURVVFRXQWULHV 3ULWFKHWW 
But this is not the end of the story about international inequality: taking
the world’s population as a whole (by factoring in the differences in popu
lation size between countries), the poor have been catching up with the
ULFK7KHUHDVRQIRUWKLVLVWKDWPRVWRIWKHSRRUOLYHLQ(DVWDQG6RXWKHUQ
$VLDQFRXQWULHVZKLFKDUHJURZLQJIDVWHUWKDQWKHZRUOGDYHUDJH7KHUH
are roughly three billion people in the group of globalising developing
countries that over the last thirty years have been catching up with the
DSSUR[LPDWHO\RQHELOOLRQSHRSOHLQWKHGHYHORSHGZRUOG,QRWKHUZRUGV
WKHZRUOG·VLQFRPHGLVWULEXWLRQKDVWXUQHGWKHFRUQHUIRUWKHÀUVWWLPHLWLV
EHFRPLQJPRUHHTXDO 6DODL0DUWLQ 
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 :KDWKDVKDSSHQHGWRZRUOGSRYHUW\LQWKLVSURFHVV",QWKHSUR
portion of the world’s population living below the poverty line of US $1
SHUGD\PHQWLRQHGLQWKH$FFUD'HFODUDWLRQZDVMXVWRYHUIRUW\SHUFHQW%\
the year 2004, this incidence of poverty had declined to eighteen percent
DIWHUDGMXVWLQJIRULQÁDWLRQ &KHQ 5DYDOOLRQ 7KLVH[WUDRUGLQDU\
decline over a relatively short period of time, a period during which the
world population itself expanded, means that not just the proportion, but
WKHWRWDOQXPEHURISRRUSHRSOHKDYHGHFOLQHGIURPDURXQGELOOLRQWR
DURXQGPLOOLRQ2IFRXUVHWKLVSURJUHVVKDVEHHQXQHYHQJHRJUDSKL
cally: in China, for example, over the same period, 500 million people
have emerged from the deepest poverty, while the poor populations of
VXE6DKDUDQ$IULFDH[SDQGHGE\PLOOLRQSHRSOH &KHQ 5DYDOOLRQ
  7KH GDWD WKHQ GRHV QRW FRQÀUP WKH$FFUD 'HFODUDWLRQ·V VWURQJ
claims about poverty (as discussed here) or the other outcomes of market
HFRQRPLHVDVGLVFXVVHGLQWKHPRGHUQHFRQRPLFOLWHUDWXUH
Conclusion
 ,QWKLVDUWLFOH,KDYHDUJXHGWKDWWKHHQHUJ\GLUHFWHGDWWKHVRFDOOHG
QHROLEHUDOLGHRORJ\LQWKH$FFUD'HFODUDWLRQLVPLVGLUHFWHG0DUNHWHFRQ
omies do not function as described in the Accra Declaration and do not
FRQÁLFW LQ DQ\ IXQGDPHQWDO ZD\ ZLWK WKH SHUVSHFWLYHV RI &KULVWLDQ HWK
LFV)DUIURPEHLQJGHVWUXFWLYHWROLIHDQGPRUDOVPDUNHWFRRSHUDWLRQKDV
been tremendously progressive, leading to substantial gains in the global
ÀJKWDJDLQVWSRYHUW\<HWWKHSURJUHVVLVXQHYHQDQGEOLJKWHGZLWKPDQ\
problems, not the least of which are the tremendous ecological problems
we are already facing, which will likely become worse before (and if) they
JHWEHWWHU
Finally, the recognition of problems in a dynamic and progressive sys
tem is not a case for abandoning the system; it does argue against compla
cency and forFRQWLQXRXVH[SHULPHQWDWLRQ,KDYHGHOLEHUDWHO\FRQWUDVWHG
the view of modern economics with the perspective of the Accra Declara
WLRQ WR GHPRQVWUDWH WKDW ZH VKRXOG QRW EH VR HDVLO\ VDWLVÀHG E\ QDUURZ
LGHRORJLFDODFFRXQWVRIV\VWHPVDVFRPSOH[DVWKHHFRQRP\0\LQWHQWLRQ
however, was not to discourage wider debate on these questions; on the
contrary, abandoning a narrow ideological approach opens space for lis
WHQLQJUHDOGHEDWHDQGSHUVXDVLRQ
Endnotes


The Accra Declaration does provide a list of beliefs upon which neo
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liberalism is supposedly based (World Alliance of Reformed Church
HVSDUD 
´8QUHVWUDLQHG FRPSHWLWLRQ FRQVXPHULVP DQG WKH XQOLPLWHG
economic growth and accumulation of wealth are the best for the
whole world;
7KHRZQHUVKLSRISULYDWHSURSHUW\KDVQRVRFLDOREOLJDWLRQ
 &DSLWDO VSHFXODWLRQ OLEHUDOL]DWLRQ DQG GHUHJXODWLRQ RI WKH
market, privatization of public utilities and national resources,
unrestricted access for foreign investments and imports, lower
taxes, and the unrestricted movement of capital will achieve
wealth for all;
6RFLDOREOLJDWLRQVSURWHFWLRQRIWKHSRRUDQGWKHZHDNWUDGH
unions, and relationships between people are subordinate to the
SURFHVVHVRIHFRQRPLFJURZWKDQGFDSLWDODFFXPXODWLRQµ





Commenting on the Declaration, Park adds the following assumption
to his understanding of neoliberalism: “the assumption that the mar
ket, built on private property, unrestrained competition and the cen
trality of contracts is the absolute law governing human life, society
DQGWKHQDWXUDOHQYLURQPHQWµ 3DUNS WRZKLFK.UJHU
DGGHGWKDW´QHROLEHUDOLVPFRPHVLQWRFROOLVLRQZLWKELEOLFDOPRQR
theism, biblical anthropology, the biblical doctrine of salvation and
other principal essential contents of the Christian faith, and so can only
EHUHMHFWHG7RWKLQNRIFRVPHWLFDQGPRUDOUHSDLUVWRWKHV\VWHPDV
such—or of making adjustments to it—is also completely pointless”
.UJHUS *DPEOH S LGHQWLÀHVDQHROLEHUDO
perspective on public policy according to which “it is axiomatic in
neoliberalism that government solutions are inferior to market solu
WLRQVEHFDXVHWKH\DUHOHVVHIÀFLHQWLQHFRQRPLFWHUPVDQGWKH\KDUP
LQGLYLGXDO OLEHUW\7KH VROXWLRQ WR HYHU\ SXEOLF SROLF\ SUREOHP LV WR
take responsibility away from government and allow markets to func
WLRQIUHHO\µ7KLVOLVW ZKLFKFDQEHH[WHQGHG KRZHYHUEULQJVXVQR
nearer to a coherent description of neoliberalism as an ideology, and
QRQHRIWKHVHDXWKRUVFLWHDQ\SURSRQHQWVRIWKHLGHRORJ\
+DUYH\ S DGPLWVWKDWWKH´>QHROLEHUDOV@GRQRWQHFHVVDULO\
conspire as a class” but argues that “they nevertheless possess a certain
DFFRUGDQFHRILQWHUHVWV«WKH\H[HUFLVHLPPHQVHLQÁXHQFHRYHUJORE
DODIIDLUVµ$Q\FRQVSLUDF\LQFOXGLQJWKLVDSSDUHQWO\XQFRQVFLRXVRQH
is a profoundly implausible theory in the social sciences, especially
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when the scale of the conspiracy reaches the extent claimed for neolib
HUDOLVP7KHLPSODXVLELOLW\FDQEHVKRZQE\WZRREMHFWLRQVÀUVWO\LW
vastly overrates the ability of individuals or groups to control complex
societies, and secondly, it is empirically empty, because it is consistent
ZLWKDQ\DQGDOOREVHUYDWLRQV 3RSSHU3RSSHUE3RSSHU
>@3RSSHU>@ 
In an argument built around the three sacred virtues (faith, hope, and
charity) and the four natural virtues (temperance, prudence, justice,
and courage), McCloskey (2006) has shown that decentralized or mar
ket cooperation not only requires virtues, but strengthens those vir
WXHV
This feedback mechanism, the invisible hand, is crucial to understand
LQJ WKH UHPDUNDEOHHIÀFLHQF\ RI PDUNHW FRRSHUDWLRQ3URÀW LV D SDUW
of this feedback mechanism and a crucial indicator of the success or
IDLOXUHRIÀUPVDQGWKHLUSURMHFWV3URÀWVDUHQRWWKHUHIRUHWKHJRDO
of a market economy; rather they are part of the feedback mechanism
RIPDUNHWFRRSHUDWLRQ)URPWKLVSHUVSHFWLYH´SURÀWPD[LPL]LQJLV
a procedure for behaving economically, for being a good steward,” as
Paul Heyne observed, and he continued “the Greek word for ‘steward’,
XVHGLQWKH1HZ7HVWDPHQWLVLQIDFW¶RLNRQRPRV·µ +H\QHS
 
The construction of these numbers is subject to large errors (Deaton,
 EXWWKHWUHQGLVQRWLQGRXEW 'HDWRQ 
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